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THE BIRTH OF THE RESEARCH STATION 
In 1959 the Charles Darwin Foundation existed 
a, ~l kgal entity In Belgium but everything still 
remained to be Jane to make it an operative 
organisatlon in the remote Galapagos. The biological 
resources and geology of the islands had been only 
,ketchily explored and little was known of the 
conservation problems that would have to be faced. 
Before action could be taken, funds had to be raised. 
Victor Van Straelen was the driving force in this 
operation. while Jean Dorst and Peter Scott were 
largely responsible for administrative matters, with 
assistance from Bob Bowman in North America. The 
remarkable exertions of this team, with the support 
of the Council members, allowed the CDF to begin 
operations in the islands early in 1960. 
RA YMOND LEVEQUE (1960-61) 
Funded by UNESCO, a young Swiss 
ornithologist, Raymond Leveque, was appointed 
Director and charged with the construction of a 
research station on Santa Cruz Island. Like all his 
successors, he was a scientist and he had little 
experience of the technical side of this daunting task. 
At CDF headquarters in Europe there was enormous 
ignorance about conditions in the Galapagos and 
some of Leveque's instructions proved unworkable. 
Communications between Santa Cruz and the 
mainland were infrequent, irregular and always slow, 
so he had to take his own decisions. He soon 
discovered that wood was vulnerable to termites and 
he had to build with blocks of lava and concrete 
despite instructions to the contrary. He decided to 
establish the station at Academy Bay instead of 
Tortuga Bay, which he considered an impractical 
site for logistic reasons. With the help of the United 
Nations Andean Mission, he imported a team of 
building workers from the continent and organised 
the purchase and transport of the cement, metal, 
glass and other materials that were not available in 
the islands. He was fortunate in recruiting a 
resourceful station manager, Edgard Pots, whose 
help in the actual building operations was invaluable. 
Everything was lacking. There was no wharf to 
unload supplies, no roads across the arid stretch of 
cactus and scrub to the building site. no water supply 
and no electricity. All these basic services had to 
be organised. In spite of the difficulties and delays. 
a laboratory and a workshop were roughly finished 
when. due to failing health, Leveque had to leave. 
[n addition to overseeing the building operations, 
he had managed to do some preliminary investigation 
of the ecology of the archipelago. He began to 
compile a herbarium and even took the first step 
in controlling the destructive feral animals by 
eliminating the goats on little South Plaza Island. 
Leveque was very much on his own but he did 
receive an encouraging visit from Victor Van Straelen 
and Peter Scott in 1961. They had been in Quito 
to win the support of President Velasco Ibarra for 
the development of a National Park. Scott already 
knew the islands as he had been there in 1959 to 
make a film for the British Broadcasting Corporation 
and so was well qualified to explain the urgent need 
for conservation. Van Straelen, with his prestige as 
founder of the Congo National Park, deeply 
impressed the President of the RepUblic and thus 
effectively won at the highest level national co-
operation with the Darwin Foundation's scheme. 
The former U.S. airfield on Baltra Island, though 
rarely used, was still operational and the President 
lent the little mission his official plane, which made 
it possible for them to visit the islands. During their 
brief stay, Van Straelen and Scott sorted out the 
administrative problems of the embryonic station, 
such as budget, buildings, supplies and equipment. 
While these two pioneers were naturally ambitious 
to promote science and conservation in the 
Galapagos, they can hardly have hoped at that time 
for success on the scale that was eventually achieved. 
ANDRE BROSSET, 1962 
Andre Brosset, the second Director, arrived from 
France early in 1962. The difficulties of those early 
days are illustrated by the fact that he was held up 
for three months in Guayaquil waiting for a ship 
sailing to the Galapagos. During his brief residence, 
Brosset pushed forward with the building activities 
and added a meteorological station. He continued 
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Leveque's efforts to assess the surviving animal 
populations but neither of them had the facilities 
or the ~taff to obtain reliable results. For instance, 
he was wrongly led to believe that the races of giant 
tortoises on Espanola and San Cristobal were extinct. 
~evertheless, his reports, while having little to 
contribute about the largely unexplored islands of 
Santiago and Isabela, gave the CDF Council the 
first comprehensive account of the wildlife situation. 
(Noticias de Galapagos No. I). For lack of manpower 
and transport, his positive conservation activities 
were largely confined to Santa Cruz Island, where 
he concentrated on the promotion of a "strict tortoise 
reserve", to preserve the substantial population of 
perhaps 2,000 giant tortoises that survived there. 
Some protection was afforded in this limited area 
by hunting the destructive feral pigs, though it was 
accepted that the hunting of goats had to be restricted 
to avoid depriving the local population of an 
important source of food. At that time it was man 
who was considered the chief predator of the tortoise, 
whether on Santa Cruz or the other islands. The 
fishermen killed adults for food and there was a lively 
pet trade in younger animals. The very tame 
Galapagos doves were hunted for food but the other 
birds were in less danger as they were only killed 
for target practice, whether by islanders or visitors. 
One bright feature was that Brosset could confirm 
Leveque's estimate that, as well as plenty of sea lions, 
there were upwards of 500 Galapagos fur seals, an 
endemic species previously considered doomed to 
extinction. He also investigated the situation of the 
endemic rice rats and concluded that, due to the 
introduction of alien black rats (Rattus rattus), the 
only survivors of the six recorded species were 
Oryzomys bauri on Santa Fe and Nesoryzomys 
narboroughi on Fernandina. (Noticias de GaJapagos 
No.2). 
During these early years, the CDF's chief concern 
was the establishment of the station. Little time was 
left for active conservation and, indeed, with no clear 
notion of how much of the archipelago was to be 
protected, both the Directors and the CDF Council 
concentrated on such limited problems as whether 
to fence in the relatively small area of the Santa 
Cruz "strict tortoise reserve" in order to guard its 
population against poachers. 
DAVID SNOW 1963-64 
By 1963, when David Snow arrived from England 
with his wife and small child, construction was well 
under way, and by the time he left the original Charles 
Darwin Research Station was virtually complete and 
operational. Already the first visiting scientists had 
begun to use the station's modest facilities. Some 
of these early researchers continued to return in 
various capacities for many years, among them were 
Mike Harris, Tjitte de Vries, Syuzo Itow, Bob 





Victor Van Straelen at the Inauguration of the Charles 
Darwin Research Station in 1964 
Photograph by A. Gille (UNESCO) 
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.\ laboratory. a storehouse. dormitories. roads. 
l'kctnClt\ ,uppl~ and tanks to collect rainwater for 
drinking \\crc (ompkted and progress was made with 
thc (lrgani,atH1n of a library. a herbarium and a 
Cllllcction (If zoological specimens. With the 
Installation of a second generator it became possible 
to operate a seismographic unit, furnished and 
tinanced by the U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey, 
a development of some significance as the Galapagos 
are among the most active oceanic volcano groups 
in the world. 
The systematic marking and registering of the 
Santa Cruz tortoises went steadily ahead and the 
defence of the "strict tortoise reserve" was made more 
effective. Snow considered that the protection of this 
"inviolable sanctuary" should continue to be given 
the highest priority with no human development 
allowed within its boundaries. The concentration of 
effort on the one race in this restricted area illustrates 
how limited were the conservation expectations in 
those early years. However, there was some mildly 
encouraging news of the continued existence of two 
other races of giant tortoise previously thought to 
be extinct. A Norwegian settler informed the station 
that he had seen two young tortoises on San Cristobal 
Island and, about the same time, Snow was able 
to report that "one tortoise was found on Hood 
(Espanola) feeding on a fallen Opuntia in company, 
and in competition with 15 goats". Neither 
observation guaranteed that either of these subspecies 
could be saved but at least they were not already 
extinct. Snow's later explorations revealed the 
existence of at least a few surviving tortoises on 
Santiago and other islands but he lacked the means 
to make a thorough survey. (Noticias de Galapagos 
No.2). Before Snow left, the New York Zoological 
Society voted funds to employ a full time 
conservation officer. This three year appointment, 
enabled the station to initiate a more positive and 
wide ranging conservation programme. The long-
term outlook was further improved by Snow's largely 
successful efforts to reconcile the 2000 or so local 
inhabitants to the research station's conservation 
projects. 
Among Snow's parting recommendations was the 
eradication of goats on Espanola and Santa Fe 
islands. projects which took several years to achieve. 
His proposal for d marine laboratory took even 
longer. Despite some opposition, his insistence that 
even scientists should not be allowed to collect 
specimens without specific permission in each case 
became effective almost immediately. 
The Author speaking during the Inauguration Ceremony 
and partially obscuring General Gandara and Victor Van 
Straelen. Left, Col. Freile, right, Robert Valeur, 
Ambassador of France, behind (bearded), David Snow, 
Station Director 
Photograph by A. Gille (UNESCO) 
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